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The missionaries and humanitarians were thus faced with an excruciating prob,
lem. They were arguing vehemently that Negro slavery was an affront to mankind, for
all men are basically equal in their spiritual being and natural rights; they carried
education to Africa in large part to prove the point to their racist critics that black
Africans were as educable as all other men; and they argued that the backwardness of
African cultural, social, and economic conditions in comparison to those of the West
was due to environmental causes and to an isolation that could be changed by bringing
Western civilization to Africa. Yet the period from 1800 to 1865 was witnessing a
massive rise of antiblack racism from scientific as well as political and proslavery
sources with which they had to contend.
The unfortunate conjunction of the growth of a scientific racism in virtually all
of the Western countries and the hardening of the lines of defense for slavery in the
American South gave impetus to the belief that black Africans were innately inferior
to whites and that this fact, rather than environmental conditions, was the basic cause
of their cultural backwardness. It was no accident that the Privy Council Education
Committee used the term coloured races in 1847. The term was current in the British
press of the late 1840s as critics and publicists like Anthony Trollope, Thomas Carlyle,
and Charles Dickens were having a field day at the expense of the humanitarians and
evangelicals for their hopeless efforts at uplift and their misplaced benevolence toward
Africans. Political leaders like Disraeli and Bulwer-Lytton, both so influential in the
foreign relations of Britain to come, were attributing the glories of Western civiliza-
tion, its art, its science, and its literature to the racial characteristics of white men.
And the budding science of anthropology was turning to race and to inherent
racial characteristics to explain the difference in the social and cultural developments
of different societies. Robert Knox preached Anglo-Saxon supremacy in Britain;
le Compte de Gobineau preached Nordic supremacy in France; and Max Miiller preached
Aryan supremacy in Germany. They were but three of scores of scientists who formed
the new anthropological societies in London, Paris, Berlin, Moscow, and New York.
The net result was a pervasive adherence to white supremacy over black. And then
along came the phrenology of Franz Joseph Gall, Johann Caspar Spurzheim, and
George Combe to spread the gospel of phrenology which they felt conclusively proved
the hierarchy of the races. The capstone seemed to be put into place by Darwin's
theory of evolution which somehow was taken as putting the seal of "fittest" upon the
white race of the species which had won out in the contests of natural selection and
had ascended furthest from the lower forms of the species, while the black race had
departed least from the ape-men who also inhabited Africa.
All this set the humanitarians and evangelical religionists back on their heels as
they stoutly tried to maintain the doctrines of equality of man. But the racists seemed
to have science on their side; while the evangelicals had only their traditional
monogenist doctrines; and the humanitarians had only their radical natural rights
philosophy or utilitarian creed. This is a curious reversal of the roles that are usually
assigned by scholars of modernization who commonly see in the churches the de-
fenders of the forces of tradition and in science the advocates of the forces of
modernity. In this case, however, the opposite was true. In general, the missionaries